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BNL: The 7th Investigation . . . 


I N ONE RESPECT at least, the Justice De- 
partment’s handling of the BNL case has been 
a success. It managed to keep the cork in the 
bottle until after the election. There was some 
leakage. The Bush administration would have 
greatly preferred to avoid the open quarrel in 
October between the CIA and Justice over the 
responsibility for the CIA’s misleading letter to 
the court trying the BNL case in Atlanta. But as 
it has worked out, the public was spared until 
after Nov. 3 the kind of grave and substantial 
findings that are now beginning to appear. 

There are sue active investigations into the 
affair of BNL— the Banca Nazionale del Lavoro, 
the Italian bank that lent more than $4 billion, 
through its branch in Atlanta, to Iraq. Much of it 
bought arms and military technology. 

The first and most tenacious of these inquiries 
is being conducted by Henry Gonzalez, the chair- 
man of the House Banking Committee, who has 
turned up a lot of interesting documents over the 
past two years. Number 2, by the Senate Intelli- 
gence Committee, began in early October when 
the CIA accused Justice officials of having leaned 
on it to send the misleading letter to Atlanta. The 
chairman, Sen. David Boren, urged both the CIA 
and Justice to look into their handling of the 
affair. ^ 

In response, the CIA set in motion an investi- 
gation (Number 3) by its inspector general, while 
the FBI’s director, William S. Sessions, opened 
another into Justice’s role (Number 4). On the 
following day, an unnamed Justice official leaked 
to ABC News that Justice was engaged in an 
investigation (Number 5) of Mr. Sessions himself 
for possible evasion of District taxes and unau- 
thorized use of the government’s phones for 
personal calls. That is unrelated to BNL unless 


you suspect (as we do) that it was intended as a 
shot across Mr. Sessions’s bow, warning him to 
go slowly. 

At this point Attorney General William P. Barr, 
deploring the climate of suspicion and contention 
that seemed to be settling over the affair, moved 
to take it out of politics by asking a retired 
federal judge, Frederick B. Lacey, to undertake 
his own investigation (Number 6). On Oct. 27, 
Judge Lacey arrived at the conclusion that there 
were credible allegations of criminal misconduct 
within the Justice Department. That did not 
become public until last Thursday. But the 
judge’s finding is particularly interesting because 
Attorney General Barr had assured Congress last 
summer that the department could find no evi- 
dence whatever of any wrongdoing by any politi- 
cal appointee. That was its reason for refusing to 
establish an independent counsel, who, unlike 
Judge Lacey, would not be working for the 
Justice Department. 

Shortly there will be a Number 7. Perhaps Mr. 
Barr will acknowledge defeat and appoint an 
independent counsel before the authorizing legis- 
lation expires next month. If not, Congress will 
certainly set up its own inquiry in January with a 
hunting license transcending the jurisdictional 
boundaries that have hampered Rep. Gonzalez 
and Sen. Boren. 

The Justice Department, in recent years, has 
been bent, battered and twisted to political pur- 
poses that appear, on present evidence, to go 
well beyond the limits of the law. For the 
preservation of his own administration's integri- 
ty, President-elect Clinton will need an attorney 
general capable of carrying out the drastic inter- 
nal reforms that Justice requires. 





